as the Colfax Riot or the Colfax Massacre, is captured in a unique and dramatic way in an unpublished novel written by an eyewitness to the events in this small central Louisiana town on the banks of the Red River. Found in the Layssard family papers, Kate Grant's novel "From Blue to Gray, or the Battle of Colfax" offers a snapshot of a community in the first throes of representing its trauma to posterity.
2 Within the manuscript's hastily written pages is an example how the tools of fiction can be deployed domesticate and contextualize horror to the benefit of its story's heroes and history's victors.
Grant's novel deals head-on with erstwhile riot/massacre and assumes a level of familiarity with the events in Colfax, Louisiana in the spring of 1873 that reflects the incident's widespread coverage in local, regional, and national publications of the time: These events were the inspiration for a manuscript novel by a Grant Parish resident and eye witness to the troubles in Colfax, Kate Kingston Boyd Grant. Grant's narrative drew from her having lived through the events, including having harbored refugees fleeing the battle on her plantation, as well as interviews after the fact with other participants and witnesses. The novel, titled "From Blue to Gray," resides alongside Grant's other unpublished writings, both complete and fragmentary. Grant may have published stories and articles in local newspapers and magazines, but none of those are extant and they were seemingly without attribution, though she was in negotiation to publish another novel when she died in 1893. 6 The body of Grant's work is an intriguing example of local color fiction in the final quarter of the nineteenth century, one that offers unique insight into the daily life of post-bellum central Louisiana, but it is "From Blue to
Gray" that will most interest historians of the Reconstruction era. might expect in an unpublished and unedited manuscript. From both the volume and the quality of Grant's writing it is clear that she took her literary efforts seriously and worked with an eye toward both the constrictions of genre and the accurate depiction of her subjects.
In "From Blue to Gray" Grant joins the political events in Colfax to a fairly conventional marriage plot, complete with reformed womanizer, a death from a broken heart, and a vengeful A twenty-first century reader hoping for a subtle or transgressive depiction of racial or regional politics will be disappointed by the novel's unwavering devotion to the purpose set forth in its dedication: "A woman's tribute of admiration to the heroes of Grant and her sister Parishes, who fought so valiantly side by side with Sheriff C. C. Nash." 10 Even so, Grant's tale is interesting for how it rationalizes the actions of the Democrats, suggesting the conversion of the main characters to the white men's cause that will be mirrored by "my Northern readers." 11 The novel's language is one measure of this, as in the first half of the novel African Americans are referred to as Africans, Negros, and freedman, but by the second half they garner only racial epithets and are shown "scratch[ing] as other monkeys do," and like "the savage with his fringe of scalps and crimsoned tomahawk." 12 Perhaps even more telling is the novel's elision of the execution of the African American prisoners following Nash's storming of the courthouse, an event which is wholly omitted from the narrative despite an otherwise careful attention to the details of that day. Instead, in Grant's novel the almost assuredly inflated "several hundred" dead lost their lives at the hands of the rightful sheriff acting boldly to assert order and defend the timeless honor of the battlefield. 13 Rather than minimizing the casualties, the higher number is wielded both as evidence of white's superiority in battle and their willingness to go to great lengths to defend honor, and the possibility of war crimes are simply not mentioned.
Grant's novel goes to great lengths to both argue for violence's righteousness and its orderly deployment in the name of racial solidarity, while folding this spectacle within the niceties of an otherwise trivial marriage plot. The effect is to imply that the horrors of Colfax are at the center of the reproduction of the family in the late-nineteenth century, and that the domestic concerns of the romance novel are bound up inextricably with the use of racial violence. Despite the fact that this novel was unpublished, it is accompanied by an affirmation of sorts of its truth and power for those it endeavors to depict, for included with the manuscript is a 10 "From Blue to Gray," title page. It is worth noting that Grant Parrish is named not for Kate Grant's family, but was instead after Ulysses S. Grant following its creation after the Civil War. The town of Colfax was similarly named after Schuyler Colfax, Grant's vice president. 11 "From Blue to Gray," 88. 12 "From Blue to Gray, " 123, 166. 13 "From Blue to Gray," 181. Nowhere else is such a large number suggested.
document signed by thirty-one local residents attesting to the novel's veracity and the author's skills in her recitation of their town's most notorious event. The odd document, addressed "To whom it may concern" and likely written in Grant's hand, is part of her attempt to find a publisher for her work, but it also functions as evidence that others in the community affirmed her text's racial and political argument and found her portrayal of one of the most violent episodes of Reconstruction as plot device in a domestic romance entirely just.
14 This is not to say that the novel doesn't offer useful historical insight, for despite the fact that it simply ignores how most of the African Americans in Colfax were killed, the depiction of the martial events is otherwise largely accurate, particularly in its emphasis in the conscious preparations that each side took, as well as their having drawn on their knowledge of military order and tactics garnered during the Civil War. Moreover, the choice to cast these events as a military actions -the "Battle" of the subtitle -is more apt that other more popular appellations, namely a "riot" or "massacre," as the former implies a lawlessness that the Republicans were in fact defending, not subverting, while the latter suggests a helplessness on the part of the African Americans, rather than their active assertion of their legal rights and political force. There was a massacre -the bloodbath that Grant simply omits -but that horror came in response to an organized and conscious defense of African American suffrage and political identity, an assertion of civil rights and personhood that was less passive victimhood and more active martyrdom.
"From Blue to Gray" may never have been published and Kate Grant may never have found the literary fame that she so clearly wanted, but her novel is still useful as a resource for historians simply on the basis of her having witnessed the events in question: as she points out in her introduction, her "ideal characters" are inventions, but "the scenes in which they figured, are drawn from life." 15 Just as importantly though, the form of novel and its desire to link the concerns of familial reproduction with the assertion of racial superiority bespeaks not simply of the facts of the battle, but of the participants' heartfelt -if horrifying -fears. Contemporary newspaper accounts certainly offer insight into these rationales, but Grant's generic choices and 14 In this document the title of the novel is given as "Avenged! Or The Battle of Colfax." It is doubtless the same novel, as no further records exist of her writing two such works on the incident. 15 "From Blue to Gray," n.p.
